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Language is an indispensable part of society. It changes and evolves with social
development. Euphemism, as an linguistic phenomenon, not only changes
diachronically but also varies synchronically. Thus, it displays the feature of
variability. Sociolinguistics is a discipline focusing on the interaction between
language and society. Hence, a sociolinguistic approach towards euphemism and its
variability would yield a satisfactory conclusion.
After a brief review of euphemism including its definition, classification,
formation, characteristics and the introduction of culture and context theories, this
dissertation analyses the variability of English euphemism from diachronic and
synchronic perspectives respectively. From the diachronic perspective, English
euphemism is found to be in a constant state of change in the following two aspects:
firstly, since the "birth" of English euphemism, the euphemized subject changes with
the development of society and civilization. In general, new traditional euphemism
continuously comes into being, while the old-fashioned ones gradually disappear. As
for stylistic euphemism, it expands at an amazing speed, which are on the risk of
abusing euphemisms. Secondly, English euphemistic term itself has undergone a lot of
changes. Some disappear from people's daily communication; while others change into
other forms of language, such as neutral ordinary vocabulary and dysphemism. From
the synchronic perspective, English euphemism varies in accordance with contextual
factors, such as participants, setting and medium. Any change in these contextual
factors can cause the variation of English euphemism in use. As English euphemism
can be viewed as a window on the western culture which can be used to assess beliefs,
thoughts and attitudes of native speakers, the dissertation selects some euphemisms
associated with death, old age, poverty and sex to reveal the cultural value orientations
in the English-speaking countries. Based on the analysis of the variability of English















euphemisms, the author suggests that the non-native speakers of English should learn
the western culture and be familiar with the variability of English euphemism in order
to achieve successful communication with the native speakers.
Different from the previous sociolinguistic approaches to English euphemism
which study the relationship between English euphemism and society mainly from a
synchronic perspective and include little description of the variability of English
euphemism, this dissertation combines the diachronic and synchronic perspectives
together to achieve a comprehensive analysis of the variability of English euphemism.
The sociolinguistic approach to the variability of English euphemism benefits
people's comprehension and application of English euphemisms. On one hand, the
development and evolution of English euphemism explored from a diachronic
perspective suggest not only the progress of western society and civilization, but also
the corresponding changes of people's ideas, beliefs and attitudes. On the other hand,
the variation of English euphemism examined from a synchronic perspective helps the
non-native speakers of English learn and use English euphemisms more correctly and
appropriately.
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Euphemism, as a linguistic and social phenomenon, exists in almost every culture.
People usually use euphemisms to refer to those unpleasant, sensitive and tabooed
subjects and objects which are difficult to be mentioned directly, such as human
excretion, death, and sex activity. Enright points out that "A language without
euphemisms would be a defective instrument of communication" (Enright: 1985:29).
Huge Rawson affirm that "Euphemisms are embedded so deeply in our language that
few of us, even those who pride themselves on being plain spoken, ever get through a
day without using them" (Rawson, 1981:3). For example, when people want to urinate,
they could use "Where can I wash my hands?" or "where is the bathroom" to replace
the tabooed word urinate in order to achieve the effect of politeness. As Ranald stated
"Whether you are aware or not, there are certain things that people don't want to talk
about; they talk about in roundabout ways. So as to avoid mentioning certain things
directly or rudely, the 'dressing up' in language, in other words, the employment of
euphemisms happens "(Ranald,2000:234). Therefore, to avoid being rude or losing
face, people consciously or unconsciously shun some sensitive, unpleasant, and
tabooed terms, instead, express themselves in a mild, decent or indirect way. With
euphemisms, people carry on daily communication more smoothly and successfully.
English Euphemism has long been attracting linguists' attention. After Thomas
Blount first introduced the word "euphemism" to English speakers in his
Glossographia (1656). Then, theAmerican linguist Menken (Shu Dingfang et al, 1995:
18) in his book The American Language discussed the reasons for the emergence and
popularity of several hundreds of English euphemisms, against the historical and
cultural background of American society. In 1981, the British linguist Hugh Rawson
published A Dictionary of Euphemisms and Other Doubletalk, which is a collective
manifestation of the evolutions of years' researches of euphemism done by both British















works on euphemism, because in this dictionary Mr. Rawson not only traced the
history of studies of euphemism, but also made a deep research on the characteristics，
definition, classifications and scopes of euphemism, etc.. So, its theoretical value can
not be valued. In 1983, American linguists J. S. Neaman and C.G Silver published
their book Kind Words: A Thesaurus of Euphemisms, which is another most valuable
book of studies of euphemism. In this book, the author not only introduced the history
of euphemism, but also introduced the formation of euphemism, the motivations of
euphemism and collected large quantities of euphemistic examples in almost all the
areas where euphemistic expressions are widely used. Nowadays, with the
development of all disciplines of linguistics, studies of English euphemism from
different perspectives appeared and have made great achievements.
Since the 1960s, sociolinguistics has become a recognized and established
perspective on the study of language and language use. Holmes says that the
sociolinguists' aim is to move towards a theory which provides a motivated account of
the way language is used in a community and of the choices people make when they
use language (Holmes, 1992). Peter Trudgill pointed out that "language is very much a
social phenomenon"(Trudgill, 1979:29). Therefore, the study of euphemism is
indispensable from the society in which it functions.
In addition, from the previous sociolinguistic researches on euphemism, it is easy
to find that euphemism is not a static linguistic phenomenon, instead, it is in a constant
state of change. More specifically, it varies not only diachronically, but also
synchronically. Thus, variability, as one feature of euphemism, is of great value for the
scientific research.
However, up to the present, there are few sociolinguistic researches on the
variability of English euphemism and none of them can offer a comprehensive and
detailed account of it. Therefore, this dissertation takes a sociolinguistic approach to
the variability of English euphemisms. The sociolinguistic theories of culture and
context are employed to have a detailed analysis of the variability of English
euphemism. Aiming at a comprehensive and detailed description of the variability of
















The present paper comprises six chapters, exclusive of an introduction and
conclusion. The introduction outlines the research background of English euphemism,
as well as the aim and organization of this dissertation. Chapter One is a brief review
of euphemisms. Chapter Two introduces the relationship between euphemism, culture
and context. Chapter Three and Chapter Four explore the variability of English
euphemisms from the diachronic and synchronic perspectives respectively. Chapter
Five reveals some cultural value orientations reflected in English euphemisms. Chapter
Six is the implication for cross-cultural communication and English learning. The
concluding part summarizes the findings as well as the limitation of the present
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Chapter One A Brief Review of Euphemism
1.1 Definition of Euphemism
Since its emergence, euphemism has always been the interest of many linguists
and scholars, thus, much attention has been drawn to the definition of euphemism. Up
to the present, there are various definitions of the word "euphemism" which are mainly
on the lexical level. For example, it is defined as a figure of speech "in which
something of an unpleasant, distressing or indelicate nature is described in less
offensive terms."in the Encyclopedia Britannica (1911). And According to Neaman
and Judith (1983), "Euphemizing is generally defined as substituting an inoffensive or
pleasant term for a more explicit, offensive one, thereby veneering the truth by using
kind words". These two definitions though different point out the features of
euphemism: mild, indirect, polite and more pleasant.
However, according to Dewight Bolinger (1981:148), "euphemism is not
restricted to the lexicon; there are grammatical ways of toning something down
without actually changing the content of the message". JohnAyto holds the similar idea,
as he wrote in Euphemisms in 1993, "there is more to euphemism than just words."
(Ayto, 1993:2) According to him, body language, inarticulate sounds, syntax, grammar
or even the way we pronounce words can be euphemistic too. Based on the
understanding of euphemism from such a broad sense, some dictionaries and linguists
redefine the word euphemism. For example, in Collins CoBUILD Essential English
Dictionary (1989), it is defined euphemism as "a polite word or expression that people
use when they are talking about something which they or other people find unpleasant
or embarrassing, such as death or sex". And Allan and Hurridge (1991) defined
euphemism as " an alternative to a dispreferred expression, in order to avoid possible
loss of face: either one's own face or, through giving offense, that of the audience, or of
some third party." These two definitions expand euphemism from lexical level to
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other means, linguistically or non-linguistically.
In this dissertation, for convenience of research, the notion of euphemism is
restricted to words and phrases which are used either to avoid taboos or serve the user's
purpose in concealing unpleasant truths. And in order to distinguish the euphemisms
from other forms of language, such as neutral ordinary vocabulary, taboo and
dysphemism, they are in italics in this dissertation.
1.2 Classification of Euphemisms
According to the subjects concerned, whether closely related to taboo or not,
euphemism can be divided into two general types: traditional euphemism and stylistic
euphemism, in same essence named by Hugh Rawson (1981) respectively negative
euphemism and positive euphemism from the semantic angle. Traditional euphemism,
also known as negative euphemism is tied up with taboo closely. The close relationship
between traditional euphemism and taboo is indivisible, to some extent, like two sides
of the coin. Both of them denote the same thing, but they differ in ways of expression.
The direct term is taboo which gives a feeling of impoliteness, vulgarism and
harshness while the indirect one is euphemism which creates a polite,mild, and nice
feeling. Euphemisms for death, sex, disease, body parts , bodily functions, and
excretion all belong to traditional euphemism. For example, in order to avoid directly
saying "He died yesterday.", people more often than not use pass away and breathe
one's last as in "He passed away yesterday" and " He breathed his last yesterday." to
euphemize the word "die". Similarly, sleep with and do it are two widely used
euphemistic terms for sexual practice. Those euphemisms that are nearly uncorrelated
with taboo fall into the other type of the duel division, i.e. the stylistic euphemism also
known as positive euphemism. Those euphemisms inflate and magnify in order to make
the euphemized items more decent and important than they really are. Thus they are
always created to achieve politeness, to avoid conflict and to meet the psychological
need of participants in the conversation. The typical use of stylistic euphemism can be
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